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Ambassador Richard Schifter 

December, 2013 

 

As you know, I have not lived a life in which I have blown my horn.  However, before I depart the 

scene, let me make a record of my contribution to the emigration campaign, for historical purposes 

and for my descendants.  Some of this is covered in my book, Human Rights, Perestroika, and the 

End of the Cold War. 

  

Significant numbers of Soviet Jews became interested in emigrating from the Soviet Union after the 

1967 War.  At the beginning of the War, Soviet media had gotten the message out that Israel was 

about to be defeated and destroyed.  When it turned out that Israel had succeeded in the War,  

Russian Jews had once again become aware of the existence of Israel.  Zionism in that part of the 

world was reborn.  Jews also increasingly felt discrimination, both in the job market and in higher 

education.  So the emigration campaign started and the Soviet government soon clamped down on it, 

allowing only a few exit permits.  In 1966 the number of exit permits for Jews was about 2000.  In 

1970 it was about 1000.  But the Soviet Jewry movement had gotten started, calling for free 

emigration from the Soviet Union.  Even though Kissinger, and thus the Nixon and Ford 

Administrations, did not have emigration on its détente agenda, the movement had gotten many 

members of Congress interested and the Soviet Union began to hear from members of the movement. 

 By 1972 the number of exit permits for Jews was past 13,000.  In 1974 came the Jackson-Vanik 

amendment, encouraging the Soviet Jewry movement to keep going.  By 1979 the number of exit 

permits was past 51,000. 

  

But it was in the 1970's that the "refusenik" problem arose.  Applicants for visas who had done work 

that was deemed security sensitive were turned down.  In many cases the connection to security-

sensitive work was truly remote. (I remember dealing in 1988 with a woman refusenik whose 

security-sensitive work for the NKVD, the predecessor of the KGB, had been a brief stint in some 

job back in 1947, when she was quite young.)  Refuseniks gradually came together and their cause 

was espoused as the cause of a Refusenik group.  At the same time, many Jews not in the Refusenik 

group were able to emigrate. 

  

Then, in December 1979, came the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan followed by the end to détente.  

With the end of détente, the Soviets began to shut down the granting of exit permits.  By 1982, the 

number of exit permits was down to 2600 and declined further.  It did not change in 1985, when 

Gorbachev came to power. 
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After having represented the US at the UN in Geneva and New York, I took office as Assistant 

Secretary of State for Human Rights in the fall of 1985.  Gorbachev had come to power earlier in the 

year.  We had not seen any change in the human rights situation in the Soviet Union after he took 

office.  He also made it clear that human rights would not be part of any dialogue with the United 

States.  As Assistant Secretary, I was well aware of this set of circumstances and strongly advocated 

a hard line against the Soviet Union on human rights.  In 1986 the number of exit permits was down 

to 914. 

  

But in December 1986 a striking event occurred: Gorbachev made a personal telephone call to 

Andrei Sakharov, who had been exiled, to tell him to come back to Moscow.  Then, in January 1987, 

a large number of political prisoners was released from the Gulag and returned home.  At the 

morning staff meeting after that event, [Secretary of State George] Shultz asked me what I thought 

about this.  I responded that it was significant.  Shultz then said: "If even Dick Schifter says it's 

significant, it must be significant."   

  

Shortly thereafter the word was out in the State Department that Shultz had decided to go to Moscow 

to discuss arms reduction.  It was beginning to look as if we were dealing with a different kind of 

Soviet leader and Shultz was clearly interested in feeling him out.  Drafts of Shultz's proposed 

remarks in Moscow were circulating in the State Department and it was clear that Shultz wanted to 

give Gorbachev some lessons on how to work with us. 

  

I was well aware of the fact that Shultz was interested in the Soviet human rights issue, including 

most certainly Jewish emigration and that Reagan shared that view.  Both of them had gotten the 

message from the Soviet Jewry movement and were strongly committed on the subject.  So, with the 

word out that Shultz would go to Moscow to discuss arms reduction, I sent a message to him, 

suggesting that I join the delegation to discuss human rights.  I got an immediate positive response 

and he then let the Soviets know that I would be part of the delegation and asked that they appoint a 

counterpart with whom I could discuss human rights. 

  

Our delegation, led by Shultz and consisting mostly of experts on arms issues, made the trip to 

Moscow in April 1987.  I missed our family Seder that year but participated in the famous Seder at 

the U.S. Embassy (the Deputy Chief of Mission, who was Jewish, presided), attended by George 
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Shultz, wearing a kippah.  A large group of Refuseniks was in attendance.  Shultz gave a talk, which 

concluded with this admonition:  "Never give up.  Never give up, for we won't give up." 

  

The counterpart who had been selected to meet with me was Deputy Foreign Minister Anatoly 

Adamishin, who happened to head the Foreign Ministry's African bureau, but who, it turned out, was 

someone whom Foreign Minister Shevardnadze trusted.  In our discussion I identified three principal 

issues: (1) abuse of psychiatry, (2) restrictions on freedom of speech that had led to the imprisonment 

of persons on political grounds, and (3) limitations on the right to leave the Soviet Union.   

  

In my meeting with Adamishin I laid out our concerns in some detail.  It was evident that he was 

new to the subject.  He listened.  I recall that when I mentioned Perm 36, a notorious prison camp, he 

did not know what I was talking about.  But he did mention that the issue of political prisoners was 

under review.  He said he was not familiar with the issue of abuse of psychiatry and then mentioned 

the cases of a few refuseniks who had received emigration permits.   

  

While I was talking about details to Adamishin, Shultz, when meeting with Gorbachev to talk about 

arms control, emphasized the importance of human rights and Jewish emigration.  As I put it in my 

book:  "Nearly thirty years of activity by the American Soviet-Jewry movement had placed Jewish 

emigration high on the U.S. government's agenda.  Jewish emigration had been adopted as a major 

issue by President Reagan and Secretary Shultz, who put it at the very top of their list when engaged 

in conversations on human rights with the Soviet leadership." 

  

Let me, therefore, emphasize: the Soviet-Jewry movement had put the emigration issue high on the 

agenda of Reagan and Shultz and they in turn put it high on the agenda of the Soviet Union under 

Gorbachev.  Once that effort had succeeded, the job that fell to me and to which I devoted much of 

my time from April 1987 onward until the end of the Soviet Union in 1991 was to tell the Soviet 

authorities what specific action they needed to take to bring themselves into compliance with 

international human rights standards.  In other words, the basic policy decisions had been taken at the 

head-of-government and ministerial levels.  My job was to get the Soviet officials to carry out these 

policy decisions in their day-to-day actions in the field covered.   

  

Following the April 1987 meeting with Adamishin, I stayed in touch with the U.S. Embassy in 

Moscow to see whether anything of significance was happening.  I did not notice much except a very 

slight up tick in emigration permits.  With the news out that Shevardnadze was due in Washington in 
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September 1987 for further discussions on arms control, I decided in August to see whether I could 

have conversations in Moscow on the items that could be on the agenda for the September talks in 

the human rights field. 

  

When I got to Moscow I went once again to the Foreign Ministry for a talk with Adamishin.  We 

discussed a number of issues and, in the course of the talk, I sought to present a list of about 100 

Refuseniks.  On the subject of exit permits, Adamishin told me, I needed to talk to the OVIR, the 

Office of Visas and Registration in the Interior Ministry.  A meeting was set up for me at the OVIR. 

  

The next day I had a meeting at the OVIR.  I went, first, through a very few names of refuseniks who 

wanted to emigrate to the United States and got answers to my questions.  Not all the answers were 

satisfactory, but at least they responded on a case-by-case basis.  Further action on our part was still 

required to get these cases resolved.    

  

I then moved on to my long list of Refuseniks who wanted to emigrate to Israel.  At that point the 

OVIR people stopped cooperating.  They told me in no uncertain terms that if I wanted to talk to 

them about people who wanted to migrate to the United States that was an appropriate topic for 

bilateral discussion.  People who wanted to leave the Soviet Union for another part of the world, I 

was told, were none of my business as a representative of the United States.  I tried to emphasize our 

broad interest in international standards, but they just refused to talk about the names on my list 

(which included Ida Nudel).   

  

I had been accompanied to all my meetings by a Foreign Ministry official fluent in English.  As we 

left OVIR, I asked him to set up another meeting for me with Adamishin.  He did and I saw 

Adamishin that afternoon.  When he asked me how things went at the OVIR, I told him:  "Terrible."  

I then explained the refusal of the OVIR officials to talk to me about the bulk of the names on my 

list, people who wanted to migrate to Israel.  I went on to say:  "I shall have to report that experience 

to Secretary Shultz, who will be as disappointed as I am.  This will cast a shadow over next month's 

meeting between Secretary Shultz and Foreign Minister Shevardnadze in Washington."  Adamishin 

did not respond. 

  

I was scheduled to leave the following day for Warsaw for some human rights work in Poland and 

was at the Moscow airport in the morning.  That is where the Foreign Ministry official who had 

accompanied me to all the meetings appeared again.  He made sure I got into the VIP lounge, got me 
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a cup of tea and sat down next to me.  He then said: "That list that they did not want to take at the 

OVIR yesterday.  Please give it to me.” I reached into my briefcase, pulled out the sheets of paper 

with the list, and gave them to him.  He thanked me and said: "We shall review it."   

  

I soon got on the plane and composed a message to Secretary Shultz, a message that was then sent to 

Washington from the U.S. Embassy in Warsaw.  It reported on my Moscow meeting and emphasized 

the experience at the airport as I was about to depart.  I then ended with the famous quote from 

Secretary Rusk during the Cuban Missile Crisis: "I think the other side has just blinked." -- It turned 

out that that was indeed the break-through.  

  

My meetings in Moscow were around August 23.  A few weeks later, Shevardnadze arrived in 

Washington for further negotiation of arms control.  Adamishin was not on that delegation, but 

another Foreign Ministry official had been brought along for the purpose of meeting with me.  He 

made it clear to me that the position taken at my meeting with OVIR officials had been overruled.  

The Foreign Ministry was prepared from now on to discuss all emigration cases with us.        

  

And the new arrangement worked: Ida Nudel got her exit permit on October 2 and arrived in Israel 

on October 15, where Prime Minister Shamir and Foreign Minister Peres greeted her at the airport.  

The other people on the list got their exit permits later in October and in November.  

  

What was so very clear was that immediately after I had complained to Adamishin, he lost no time 

reporting the problem to Foreign Minister Shevardnadze, who decided then and there to get the 

Interior Ministry overruled.  He probably had to get Gorbachev to give the necessary orders.   That's 

the setting in which we found ourselves in the fall of 1987. 

  

Refuseniks had, understandably, gotten a lot of attention.  But the emigration problem affected 

hundreds of thousands of other Jews who wanted to emigrate: they had to produce a "vyzov," an 

invitation, from a "first-degree" relative, a parent, sibling, or son or daughter.  Very few of the 

potential emigrants were able to produce such a vyzov.  When I raised the issue at the September 

meeting I was assured that the "first-degree" requirement "would not be rigidly applied."  Sure 

enough the monthly exit permit totals started to rise and by the end of 1987 we were close to 8000 

for the year, compared to less than 1000 in 1986.  At this September meeting we were also told that 

abuse of psychiatry had been ended.  It was clear that our specific messages got to Shevardnadze's 

desk and he then got other Ministries to fall in line with the new approach to human rights.   
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In December 1987, Gorbachev visited Washington for a meeting with President Reagan.  Two days 

prior to his meeting with Reagan, the rally for Soviet-Jewry at the Mall had taken place.  Reagan 

made a point of calling Gorbachev's attention to the rally and emphasizing the broad interest of the 

American public in the emigration issue.  Gorbachev made it clear that he had gotten that message. 

  

Throughout this period the dialogue at the operational level continued.  From the fall of 1987 

through 1988 I was in Moscow every few months, working on all human rights issues, with much 

attention paid to emigration.  It was a matter of finding out exactly what was happening in the exit 

permit field and making sure that the various obstacles to the issuance of permits were removed.  

Time and again, the OVIR seemed to be going against the new policy and I had to take the matter to 

the Foreign Ministry and get the obstacles removed.  Exit permits issued in 1988 were more than 

19,000, more than double the 1987 number.  Still, there was no doubt that the OVIR tried to slow 

down the process and time and again it was my task to bring problems to the attention of the Foreign 

Ministry, which then resolved the problem.  The number of about 19,000 exit permits, though 

substantially larger than the number for any year since 1980 was still only a small fraction of the 

number of people who wanted to leave.  It was clear that the OVIR was dragging its feet.  I kept 

emphasizing that point time and again, telling the Foreign Ministry people that the OVIR had a quota 

system for the granting of exit permits   

  

I was in Moscow again in September 1988 to discuss human rights, including exit permits.  It soon 

became clear to me from my discussions that our entreaties had finally paid off: the Soviet Union 

was going to remove most restrictions and the Foreign Ministry was going to see to it that all 

relevant Soviet agencies would adhere to that policy.  Thus, the Soviet Union had, at long last, made 

the basic decision to allow Soviet Jews to leave the country if they wished to do so.  After noting this 

profound new development, I went straight to Jerusalem to tell Prime Minister Shamir to get ready 

for a flood of immigrants who would need jobs and housing.  Sure enough, in 1989 the number was 

up to 71,000, and in 1990 up to 213,000.  About one million Soviet Jews emigrated in the 1990s. 

  

By the end of 1988, there was still a small number of cases left of people who had been denied visas 

on the ground that they had had security-sensitive jobs.  I worked that out with the Soviet Foreign 

Ministry toward the end of 1988 in the context of the negotiation of the January 1989 agreement 

under the provisions of the Helsinki Final Act. 
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To sum up: the U.S. Soviet-Jewry movement had put the Soviet emigration issue on the agenda of 

the U.S. Government.  No U.S. Governmental leadership dealt with that issue as seriously as did 

President Reagan and Secretary Shultz.  Those two put the issue on the agenda of Secretary-General 

Gorbachev and Foreign Minister Shevardnadze.  They agreed to the necessary changes in policy, but 

the Soviet bureaucracy then stood in the way.  Getting the staff of the Soviet Foreign Ministry to 

remove the bureaucratic obstacles and thus helping open the door for the more than a million that 

ultimately left was the task that I performed in the period April 1987 to December 1988. 


